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Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon welcomes much of the coverage of the 
British regulatory authority’s decision to consider research proposals 
involving the creation of cytoplasmic hybrids between human DNA and 
enucleated animal eggs for the creation of embryonic stem cells. 
Hybrid backingSometimes, a scientific 
development that might be 
expected to trigger media 
frenzy and noisy protest fails 
to do so. One example was the 
cloning of Dolly the sheep at the 
Roslin Institute near Edinburgh, 
Scotland, in 1996. Given the 
science fiction background, this 
event could easily have provoked 
widespread public alarm and 
hostility. Dolly’s predominantly 
reasonable reception owed a good 
deal to meticulous preparation, 
including a television programme, 
orchestrated by Harry Griffin at the 
Roslin Institute and the unusually 
competent public relations 
company whose advice he sought.
To a large extent too, sweet 
reasonableness greeted 
the Human Fertilisation and 
Embryology Authority’s 
announcement in September that 
it would permit research using 
cytoplasmic hybrids (cybrids). 
Although specific applications will 
have to be considered individually, 
the HFEA approved in principle 
work on enucleated cow, pig or 
rabbit eggs into which human 
DNA is inserted. Researchers plan 
to use the technique to create 
embryonic stem cells which will 
facilitate studies on conditions 
such as Alzheimer’s disease and 
motor neurone disease.
Rather than pouncing on the 
decision as another example of 
science out of control, the news 
media allocated most of their 
column inches and air time to 
careful accounts of its potential 
benefits. Even newspapers with 
a track record of opposition to 
developments of this sort paid 
considerably more attention to 
these positive aspects than to the 
views of opponents.
Headlines — often a source 
of distortion and sensation even 
when the accompanying article 
is acceptable — were mostly underwhelming. The sole trace 
of hype was the Daily Express’s 
“Green light for hybrid embryos”, 
above a story which included 
the HFEA’s warning that “This 
is not a total green light for 
hybrid research”. The Guardian 
announced “Watchdog ends 
ban on part-human part-animal 
embryo research” and The Daily 
Telegraph flagged “Go-ahead for 
research teams to develop hybrid 
human-animal embryos”. The 
most dramatic headline was the 
Daily Mail’s “Hybrid embryos could 
be created within months”.
One factual weakness arose 
in some accounts from the 
somewhat ambiguous term 
“hybrid”. The Times was 
most cogent in distinguishing 
cytoplasmic hybrids from 
both chimeras and true 
hybrids — “which are made by 
fertilising an animal egg with 
human sperm, or vice versa, and 
contain 50 per cent of the DNA 
of each.” Ironically, elsewhere 
in the same article, the author 
fell into the trap of writing about “cytoplasmic hybrid or cybrid 
embryos”, probably leaving 
some readers uncertain whether 
“or” indicated that these were 
synonyms or alternatives. Only the 
Daily Express talked of “so-called 
Frankenrabbits”. 
The Daily Mirror, in a 
detailed page of explanation, 
highlighted a quote — “It’s 
good news for patients, the 
public and UK science” — from 
the Liberal- Democrat science 
spokesman Evan Harris. It then 
opened an accompanying editorial 
by saying: “Genetic advances 
hold out the prospect of a lifeline 
to tens of thousands afflicted by 
life-threatening diseases. The 
decision by regulators to allow 
human-animal embryos to be 
created for research deserves to 
be welcomed…The prospect of 
remedies to cure fatal illnesses 
requires us as society to embrace 
scientific progress.”
While several newspapers and 
broadcasting channels stated that 
the decision was controversial, 
only the Daily Mail gave a 
substantial amount of space to 
critical lobbyists, alongside those 
of biologists and medics involved 
in stem cell research. “There 
is a sense from some people Headline issue: In spite of the potential controversy over the creation of cytoplasmic 
hybrid embryos between human DNA and enucleated animal eggs, much British media 
coverage highlighted the potential benefits of the new research.
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The UK farming industry was just 
recovering from the devastating 
news of confirmed foot and mouth 
disease in August, which appeared 
to have been the result of a leak 
of virus from a research laboratory 
and vaccine production facility. 
The disease appeared to have 
been eradicated when a new case 
was discovered in September, just 
a week after the government had 
declared the all-clear.
The new case was found just 
a few kilometres from the scene 
of August’s outbreak, which 
is estimated to have cost the 
agricultural industry £50 million.
The restrictions on the 
movement of and slaughter of 
animals, imposed after the first 
outbreak, were swiftly reinstated 
creating further problems for 
livestock farmers across the 
country.
But researchers quickly 
established that the strain of 
virus in the new outbreak was 
the same as that of last month’s 
cases, which was linked to a strain 
used at the Institute for Animal 
Health research laboratory and a 
commercial vaccine facility nearby 
at Pirbright south-west of London.
The report into that outbreak 
suggested that a damaged 
drainage pipe from the laboratory 
could have led to the release 
of infectious virus into the 
environment. Further studies 
were immediately under way to 
determine whether the new virus 
infection was from this original lab 
strain or whether another leak of 
virus had occurred.
The government said it had 
waited 30 days after confirming 
the last known case of the disease 
before giving the all-clear, as 
required under European Union 
guidelines. Foot and mouth 
disease virus has an incubation 
period  of between two and 14 
days in animals. But it can survive 
for up to 50 days in water and can 
be transferred by tractors and 
other vehicles. Sheep can also be 
a problem as they can contract the 
virus but show few symptoms.
Investigators will now focus 
on whether the virus could have 
been spread by vehicles from 
the Pirbright site, as suspected 
in last month’s cases. But the lab 
has kept no records of vehicle 
movements, hampering the 
investigations. There are also 
some worries that the lab virus 
strain, might be a weakened 
strain for vaccine production, 
and, therefore, showing slower or 
less obvious signs of infection in 
animals.
Farmers will now be seeking 
greater assurance, if this outbreak 
is confined to the cases identified 
so far, that the apparent leakage 
from the laboratory has finally 
been completely cleared up.
Britain’s summer problems with 
foot and mouth disease appear 
to be continuing. Nigel Williams 
reports.
Leak linkthat scientists should never be 
stopped in their tracks,” it quoted 
Josephine Quintaville of the 
campaigning group Comment on 
Reproductive Ethics as saying. 
“Reproduction with animals has 
been taboo since the beginning of 
recorded time and that taboo has 
remained with us for a reason. This 
is tampering at a very basic level.”
Another comment was from 
Anthony Ozimic of the Society for 
Unborn Children. “These embryos 
are essentially human. Yet they will 
be cannibalised and killed for their 
stem cells,” Ozimic said. “Patients 
with degenerative diseases are 
being exploited. They and their 
families are being sold lies and 
false hopes by a profit- hungry 
biotech industry.”
The few other remarks of 
this type throughout the rest 
of the media appeared in The 
Independent. They came from 
David King, who runs something 
called Human Genetics Alert. “It is 
very disappointing, but comes as 
no surprise, since the HFEA can 
never say no to scientists,” King 
opined. “These experiments are 
scientifically useless and morally 
very problematic. The research 
lobby has distorted the scientific 
facts in order to defuse criticism.”
King was hinting here at the 
debate which had been running 
for some eight months before 
the HFEA’s announcement, and 
which included a public opinion 
poll showing that the majority of 
people did not oppose this new 
research avenue. The debate was 
triggered by a government white 
paper in December 2006 that 
threatened to prohibit virtually all 
research on interspecific embryos. 
This provoked firm opposition, 
not only from researchers but 
also from patients’ groups. The 
HFEA then decided to conduct 
a full public consultation, before 
deciding whether it should even 
consider applications for licences 
to pursue work on cybrids. The 
government subsequently had a 
change of heart, concluding that 
such studies into serious diseases 
could proceed when they were 
conducted by scientists licensed 
by the HEFA.
The opinion poll was a 
key component in the public 
consultation. It indicated that a majority of people, asked a 
simple yes/no question, were 
indeed opposed to the creation of 
animal- human hybrids. However 
(in line with similar surveys on 
animal experimentation) support 
for the procedure rose to 61 per 
cent when the potential benefits 
of the work were explained. 
Announcing the eventual 
decision in September, the HFEA 
emphasised the importance of 
this public support – which rested 
not only on the future benefits 
of the research but also on it 
being tightly regulated. These 
qualifications were widely reported 
throughout the media.As with the Dolly scenario, the 
response of journalists and editors 
on this occasion was probably 
influenced to a considerable degree 
by what had occurred before. The 
government’s strategy of positively 
promoting public discussion – in 
which the media played an active, 
catalytic role – allowed ample time 
for debate and understanding. It 
seems that this process defused 
the pyrotechnics which the HFEA’s 
announcement might otherwise 
have unleashed.
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